Contribution of stress and gender to exploratory preferences for familiar versus unfamiliar conspecifics.
An apparatus for measuring the exploratory preferences of rats for familiar and unfamiliar conspecifics in a novel environment was designed. The exploratory behavior of males and females was compared and contrasted to that elicited in response to an acute aversive event. Sprague-Dawley male and female rats were exposed to restraint and 60, 1 s, 1 mA tailshocks and returned to their home cage. Either 2 or 24 h later, they were placed in a novel environment with a familiar cage-mate and an unfamiliar conspecific of the same sex. Relative to unstressed controls and females, males stressed 2 h previously decreased the exploration of the unfamiliar conspecific, exhibiting a rapid decrease over the course of the trial. In response to the stressor, however both sexes, however, decreased the exploration of the familiar conspecific, decreased their overall activity, and returned preferentially to their starting quadrant. None of these stress-induced effects were evident 24 h later upon the first or second exposure to the apparatus. Thus, exposure to the stressor transiently increased perseveration and decreased activity in males and females, but only decreased the exploration of novel conspecifics in males. These results indicate that a number of behavioral responses to stressors are conserved across gender, but those relating to novelty are more pronounced in males.